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Abstract
This study was carried out in January – April 2011 in the Faculty of Music of a local public university. The objectives of this
study were to determine the performance anxiety level among music undergraduates, and to identify proactive ways to reduce
the anxiety effects. Survey questionnaires were distributed; followed by interviews on selective respondents in the faculty.
Analysis was done using SPSS V16 and transcribing the interview scripts. Findings of the study suggested that every 
individual music undergraduate encountered performance anxiety. A majority of the respondents exhibited some level of 
performance anxiety regardless of diploma or degree levels. The performance anxiety level was evident regardless of age,
years of music study and experiences. This study found the proactive approaches to reduce performance anxiety are: praying,
breathing and relaxation, accumulation of prior experiences, adequate practices and mental readiness to perform. These
approaches seemed to build up the students’ confidence and sustain the abilities during performance delivery, and also help
reduce the inner anxiety throughout the live performances. In conclusion, performance anxiety is a common phenomenon and 
the anxiety level differs among music students. This study suggested that the music students have to undergo some training 
programs that can develop personal confidence, enhance motivation and skills in managing stage fright, proper breathing
techniques and body communication. A further in-depth research is also recommended to engage more respondents among
music professionals and to ascertain psychological techniques on ways to overcome performance anxiety.
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1. Introduction
Performance anxiety or stage fright is a form of social phobia (Arlin, 2009). It is defined as “a persistent, 
irrational fear of exposure to scrutiny in certain situations, particularly public speaking, musical, drama, or other 
types of performances (Arlin, 2010; Doctor, Ronald and Kahn, 1989). According to Valentine (2002), music
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performance anxiety can be defined as a constant, continuously distressful and impairment of performance skills 
in public context which may affect individual’s musical aptitude training and level of performance. The first 
formal recognition of performance anxiety was triggered by Adolph Kielblock: The Stage Fright:  How to Face 
an Audience (1891). Performance anxiety is also known as stage fright, or fear, or persistent phobia that may be 
aroused in an individual by the requirement to perform (Van Kemenade, Van Son and Van Heesch, 1995). It is 
one of the natural emotions felt by  performers regardless whether they are actors, musicians, singers, presenters, 
masters of ceremony or anybody who are involved with performance in front of a public or an audience (Cox and 
Kenade, 1993). Performance anxiety is also known as a constant continuous disorder faced by performers; and 
that it may affect performance ability skills. It is a serious problem for a substantial proportion of musicians 
(Ridout, 2006).  
Since stage fright is a form of panic, the symptoms are extremely similar and well known through 
physiological, behavioral and mental effects (Grindea, 1995). The physiological symptoms are generic, 
interacting with the physical body through increasing heart rate (the heart beats faster), shortness of breath, 
sweating (hand or face sweats) and others (Mary L, 1987). The behavioral symptoms of performance anxiety are 
observable in the form of signs of anxiety such as shaking, stiffness and trembling. While the mental symptom or 
known as subjective feelings and negative thoughts in the minds that disturbs one’s confidence, feelings and 
senses towards the performance. However, these three symptoms may not happen all together in the same time. 
In general, researchers have found that females are more likely to have higher performance anxiety than the 
males (Arlin, 2009). On the other hand, Kevin Sinclair described three levels of performance anxiety that 
musicians encounter: before, during, and after performance (Clarke and Agras, 1991). Performance anxiety may 
affect a musician’s level of performance in two ways: either positive or negative (Harman, 1982). Performance 
anxiety at times creates arousal and stimulus to musicians. One should feel anxious to show their interested with 
the performance so that their performance not become dull (Hille, 2002). When the anxiousness can be control, it 
will create a good performance.It is ameliorated by age and experience (Mary L, 1987; Grindea, 1995). 
2. Music Performance Anxiety 
This study was carried out in the Faculty of Music of a local public institution. The Faculty of Music was 
established in June 2006; with an integration of the Department of Music from Faculty of Creative and Artistic 
Technology with the Department of Music Education from Faculty of Education. This faculty has 28 lecturers 
and an estimated 500 students and the number of students is increasing for every intake [Faculty of Music, 2011). 
This faculty offers one diploma program (MU110) and three degree programs Music Education, Music 
Composition and Music Performance (MU220, MU221 and MU222 respectively). One of the core courses for 
both diploma and degree programs is Music Conference, which is also known as the Forum. This course is 
offered in every semester and it requires each and every student to conduct a musical performance on stage using 
their own musical instrument in front of an audience comprising of the academic staff (lecturers as judges) and 
the music students. This course is compulsory; it serves as an early platform and preparation for all music 
students towards their final project, known as diploma or degree showcase. Apart from the forum, the music 
students are required to perform in view of an audience such as master class and also showcase. A showcase is 
the final live performance where each and every music student has to perform as the final project that is assessed 
and evaluated for final grading before graduation, in addition to their final project paper (Faculty of Music, 
2011).  
Being a music student or undergraduate, one must be able to play a musical instrument well, meeting a 
stipulated performance standard. This is not the only criteria; a music student must be able to perform confidently 
in front of an audience, with no errors on scales, notes, lyrics, tones, pitch, pause, tempos, beats and other music 
nuances (Zakaria J, 2010). Generally, all music students have to practice and rehearse continuously towards 
perfection with fluency, excellence and competence; this is even more so when they have to perform in front of a 
panels of examiners and judges and especially for examinations and grading with marks. It is natural for anyone 
and more so for a music student or an actor/actress or a performer to have performance anxiety or encounter stage 
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fright before, during and  after each performance for a forum, masterclass and showcase in front of an audience 
and panel of examiners. Thus, the problems faced by music students are performance anxiety, stage fright, 
nervousness, feeling of nausea and “butterflies in the stomach”; and also problems on how to manage and control 
performance anxiety during live performance as this may affect their performances and presentations. Their 
performances are being evaluated by the panel of examiners (internal and external) or judges, in the presence of 
their lecturers, other music students and parents during showcase performances as their final projects with final 
marks and grades. The problems of performance anxiety will affect their academic performances and the final 
cumulative grade points average (CGPA). The scope of this study focused on performance anxiety faced by 
music students. Thus the objectives of the study were 1) to determine the level of performance anxiety for 
diploma and degree music students; and 2) to identify ways to reduce performance anxiety among the music 
students. 
This research provided an insight on the level of anxiety among music students and to identify proactive ways 
to reduce performance anxiety. This research will contribute some knowledge to overcome anxiety in order to 
deliver good musical performance during live show performances.  The findings of the study can assist the music 
students to improve their confidence, address this weakness or disorder and how to compose oneself during live 
performance for their recital and showcase. 
3. Methodology 
Questionnaire survey was selected for this study because it was manageable; easily administered within the 
faculty and within the reach of the researcher (Creswell, 2004). The questionnaire was constructed based on in-
depth knowledge and detailed literature review on performance anxiety (Sekaran, 2004). It contained four 
sections namely: respondents’ profile, stages of performance anxiety, symptoms and levels of anxiety and how to 
overcome the anxiety. 
Secondly, this study also made use of the interview technique so as to capture in-depth information from 
selective respondents and to understand how they addressed performance anxiety based on their personal 
experiences (Steptoe and Fidler, 1987). Six purposively selected respondents were identified to be interviewed 
because these respondents were in the final semesters of diploma (3) and degree (3). The interviews were 
transcribed and analyzed for clues, keywords and then themes in relation to factors causing performance anxiety 
and how they overcome this anxiety in their performances. 
4. Findings and Results 
A total of fifty-five questionnaires (92%) were returned from a sample of 60 final semester music students 
who had registered for the final course, namely the Showcase. Showcase is the final course where students must 
perform in front of a panel of examiners, in the presence of the faculty academic staff and other music junior 
students. In each showcase, a student had to perform and deliver 2 musical pieces as required for the course 
assessment. Twenty respondents (36%) were male students and thirty-five respondents (64%) were females. 
Twenty-seven respondents (49%) were diploma music students and twenty-eight respondents (51%) were degree 
students. Twenty-four respondents (44%) had more than 5 years of experience playing music, while thirty-one 
respondents (56%) had less than 5 years of playing musical instruments.  
4.1 Performance Anxiety 
A majority of the respondents (96%) admitted having performance anxiety or nervousness when rendering 
music performance in front on an audience. This result suggested that performance anxiety was one of the main 
and common problem faced by every music student in the faculty. The respondents encountered performance 
anxiety at different time or stages; this implied that performance anxiety may appear before, or during 
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performance and after performance. Table 1 exhibited the performance anxiety before, during and after live 
musical performances.  
 
Table 1:Stages of Performance Anxiety 
 
Stages of Performance Anxiety Respondents Overall 
Diploma % Degree % Total % 
Before performance only. 1 4 5 18 6 11 
During performance only. 2 7 0 0 2 4 
After performance only. 1 4 0 0 1 2 
Before and during performance. 20 74 18 64 38 69 
Before and after performance. 0 0 2 7 2 4 
During and after performance. 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Before, during and after performance. 2 7 2 7 4 7 
Missing response. 1 4 1 4 2 3 
 
TOTAL 
 
26 
 
100 
 
27 
 
100 
 
55 
 
100 
 
Analysis showed that a majority of the respondents, regardless of diploma or degree, encountered performance 
anxiety before and during their performance only. However, there was a consistent percentage of respondents 
(7%) for both diploma and degree students that faced anxiety before, during and after the live performances. 
Graph 1 showed a comparison breakdown (frequency) for diploma and degree music students encountering 
performance anxiety.   
 
 
 
Graph 1: Comparison Frequency Breakdown of Respondents Facing Performance Anxiety 
 
 
Graph 2 showed the overall percentage breakdown on stages of performance anxiety for all music 
respondents (both diploma and degree students). 
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Graph 2:    Overall Percentage Breakdown on Stages of Performance Anxiety
4.2 Symptoms of Performance Anxiety
The symptoms of performance anxiety among the music respondents were shown in Table 2. A majority of 
respondents experienced the symptoms of performance anxiety including feeling nervous, worried, fear of 
making mistakes during rendering live performance and the heart beating faster. The mean scores for these 
symptoms were consistent, more than 3.50. Based on the interviews carried out after the survey, a majority of the
respondents encountered at least 4 or 5 of these symptoms on performance anxiety. Analysis also suggested that
performance anxiety was almost consistent for both groups of respondents regardless of diploma or degree level.
Table 2 exhibited the breakdown of symptoms of performance anxiety.
Table 2:    Mean Scores on Symptoms of Performance Anxiety
4.3 Level of Anxiety
More than eighty percent of the respondents perceived that performance anxiety did affect their playing
ability during live performances. A majority of the respondents rated their level of anxiety stood on a scale of 3
(60% level) when asked during the interviews to rate their level of anxiety based on a scale of 1 (low) to 5 (high).
The level of anxiety was much anticipated among music students regardless of diploma or degree students as
each individual live performance in the recital or forum and showcases were being evaluated for their continuous
assessment marks and final grades respectively; refer to Graph 3: Level of Performance Anxiety. This was
confirmed with 88% of the respondents agreed that their level of anxiety did affect their playing abilities on the
11% before 4% during
% after2
69% 
before & 
during
7%
before, during
&after
Before performance
only
During performance
only
After performance
only
Before and during
performance only
Before and after
performance only
Diploma Degree
Symptoms of Performance  Anxiety Mean
Score
Std. Dev. Mean
Score
Std.
Dev.
I feel tensed in my stomach. 3.21 1.067 2.44 1.311
My heart beats very fast. 3.50 0.882 3.85 0.949
My muscles are tense. 2.50 1.106 2.44 1.251
My hands sweat. 2.57 1.372 3.00 1.240
I feel difficult to breath. 2.21 1.197 1.93 1.072
My mouth is dry. 2.61 1.370 1.74 1.059
I feel trembling or shaking. 2.96 0.962 3.63 1.115
I feel stiff during performance 2.75 1.005 3.19 1.234
I find it difficult to concentrate in playing the music. 2.71 1.049 3.11 1.219
I feel nervous. 3.61 0.956 3.89 0.934
I worry about my ability to perform. 3.84 1.026 3.84 1.189
I feel apprehensive making errors in my performance. 3.86 0.819 3.63 1.006
I am worried the judges or audience might not like my 
performance.
3.64 1.367 3.89 1.013
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musical instruments during live performances, particularly, when they were being assessed and graded by the
panel of examiner or the lecturers.
Graph 3: Level of Performance Anxiety
4.4 Coping with Performance Anxiety
Ninety percent of the respondents (31) strongly agreed that praying was one of the best ways to cope up with
performance anxiety based on their experience when they did live performances; while twenty–five percent (25)
respondents strongly believed that positive thinking (mindset), adequate rehearsing and relaxing were the best
ways to cope up with performance anxiety. Even though sixty percent respondents strongly disagreed that 
smoking would help to reduce performance anxiety before live performance, twenty percent of them concurred 
that smoking did help to reduce performance anxiety.
5. Discussion and Recommendations
Musical performance anxiety develops from negative thoughts in the mind, feelings and inner strength of the
music performers or musicians. This was supported by (Steptoe and Fidler, 1987; Ridout, 2006; Fehm, Hille and
Becker, 2002). It may pose a potential serious problem and deterrent for music students and musicians if this
performance anxiety are not addressed or mitigate at an early stage (Steptoe,1989). Respondent 1 quoted:
“Even though I had played for many years, the performance anxiety is still there.  I will be lying
myself…lah if I said that I do not worry… so…we control it within our own self”.   
With ample and adequate preparation, coupled with inner and personal confidence, and motivation, these would 
help music students to deliver good live performance in front of an audience. If the music students feel that they 
had practiced continuously and had mastered the arts and skills in music performance with their musical
instruments, and well-prepared for the forum, master class or seminar and even for their showcases, regardless of 
who are the audiences as ordinary listeners or music students, or panels of examiners or lecturers, they can 
managed performance anxiety in live performances. Two of the respondents recalled their experiences in live
performances. Respondent 2 said:
“Have many practices;… practiced in front of your friends… let them hear, comment… it is better…we know
how we perform… the least  it I know it…”
Likewise, Respondent 3 recalled on her anxiety problem:
0
1
2
3
Level of Performance
Anxiety
Diploma
Degree
Level of Anxiety Scale
1- Low anxiety
2- Average anxiety
3 - Anxiety
4- Strong anxiety
5- Extremely anxiety
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“I must have faith… i must trust my own self,,, if we had done many practices, and many times,   may be the 
anxiety level is lesser… it is the assessment, the grading…hmm.. the crowd… our friends  and lecturers that 
made me nervous…” 
 
Having or encountering stage fright or performance anxiety before or during live performances would be 
minimized if adequate rehearses are done on stage in the presence of their own classmates or course mates. Music 
performance anxiety arises or surfaces where an individual apparently becomes scared or nervous due to lack of 
inner confidence. According to Clarke and Agras (1991), the levels of performance anxiety vary considerably 
between musicians, as at certain times, too much of performance anxiety may have effects on live performances. 
Much literature has indicated that as one gets older with age and acquired years of musical performance 
experiences such as professional musicians, they are able to cope with stress and anxiety with personalized 
intuitions and skills (Kirkland and Hollandsworth, 1980;  Lehrer, 1987; Valentine, 2002).  Table 3 demonstrates 
students’ coping with performance anxiety. 
 
Table 3: Students’ Coping with Performance Anxiety 
 
Coping with Performance 
Anxiety 
Scale  
1 
SD 
2 
D 
3 
NS 
4 
A 
5 
SA 
Scale 
4&5 
% 
Rehearsing 0 1 8 21 25 46 84 
Positive Thinking 0 0 6 24 25 49 89 
Praying 1 0 2 21 31 52 95 
Smoking 36 4 7 4 4 8 16 
Relaxation 0 1 10 25 19 44 80 
Talk with someone 1 6 15 14 19 33 60 
Counselling 5 8 25 10 7 17 31 
Total 41 20 73 119 130  
 
There is no one single technique that can alleviate performance anxiety (James I, 1988; Kenny, 2006). Thus, 
it is recommended that praying is one of the best ways to cope with performance anxiety because praying 
provides several benefits. The act of praying is good as it creates a sense of calmness, internal relaxation, inner 
peace and mental peace that helps to alleviates stress and release some pressure off the psychological mind and 
physiological body. Focusing on praying before delivering a live performance helps the performer to temporarily 
forget anxiousness and nervous feeling as faith in oneself is contained. Relaxation of the mind and body is also 
recommended to arrest fear and anxiousness before any musical performance; relaxation can be done through 
proper breathing techniques (taking deep breath), simple body exercises to alleviate body tension and trembling, 
and also reciting the Holy Quran verses and zikr as in the teachings of our Prophet Muhammad SAW. Quoted 
this Respondent 4: 
 
“I pray the night before the performance; I also talked to my mother to give me moral support; I talked about 
the music pieces that I am going to play… then I will go out and spent some hours for relaxation in the 
Mall… at the CURVE…  it gives me the break, insyallah the confidence.” 
 
It is also suggested that all diploma and degree students must undergo some trainings to help inculcate mental 
strength and cognitive powers to allay fears and to develop affective skills such as emotion controls and proper 
breathing techniques. Trainings such as intrinsic motivational training, emotional programming training and 
spiritual trainings may help to address performance anxiety and upscale confidence. Personal development 
courses or sports/games may also help to groom the students’ confidence and soft skills to manage stage fright, 
fear, communication skills and self-expression. Students may have to go through these processes to acquire not 
only the music knowledge (cognitive skill), develop competencies and skills in playing musical instruments and 
233 Juwairiyah Binti Zakaria et al. /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  90 ( 2013 )  226 – 234 
 
performance (psychomotor skills), but also to acquire affective skills such as confidence, maturity, patience, 
emotion stability, attitude, sincerity, passion and love for music. 
6. Conclusion 
Most music students do encounter performance anxiety before and during their live music performance 
especially in front of an audience that comprise of panel lecturers and examiners. This is particularly so when the 
live music performances are being assessed and evaluated for final grading and examinations. Students faced 
performance anxiety when the negative thoughts as well as lack of personal and inner confidence seep into their 
minds (Tobacyk and Downs, 1986). Too much performance anxiety or high level of performance anxiety may 
distract focus and concentration during the conduct of live musical performances and playing abilities with the 
musical instruments. In conclusion, a good music performer does not only excel in playing musical instruments, 
but also need to posses and demonstrate strong inner confidence and mental strength,  good musical 
showmanship and enjoy the rendering of the musical pieces; and that the music performances touch the soul and 
mind of the audience. A further research is also recommended to include bigger sampling among all music 
performers and students in other institutions of learning and to study the psychological and affective effects on 
performance anxiety (Spielman, 2009). 
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